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Near the conclusion of a worship service, the minister turned and reached into a clear bowl of water, withdrawing a piece of wet greenery from the bowl. He lifted the sprig of greenery and began walking among the congregation, tossing drops of water on all of us. As he came near each of us, we bowed to receive the gesture and a few drops of water. As the minister came near me, I had no doubt that I was receiving a blessing. It was a simple act and a holy moment. And it was very clear that the priest was casting blessings into the room. There was energy in the room that could be felt.
 
When Jesus gave the Beatitudes, he was doing the same thing: casting blessings into the room! “Blessed are you who are poor in spirit. Blessed are you who mourn. Blessed are you who hunger and thirst for God’s kingdom.” 
 
Every year on All Saints Day the Beatitudes are assigned readings, and they set the tone for this day of remembrance and grief. Today we give thanks for the blessings given us through our Watts Street saints who have died--P.B., Opal, Ella Dean, Nannie Mae, Catherine, Ozzie, Betty, Herman (Doc), Katie Belle, Richard, and Louise. We are blessed by their lives. They too have cast blessings into this room, this community of faith. But they were able to do that because they had already received blessings.
 
It is the vocation of every Christian to give and receive blessings (Madeleine L’Engle). In the face of death and grief, we need more than ever to be open to God’s blessing---this affirmation that leads to our well-being, confidence and fullness of life. 
 
Steve Flowers recently sounded a call for a new Watts Street mission to visit mentally handicapped people living at the facility at Butner, NC. This new mission reminded me of a little book by Henri Nouwen called The Road to Daybreak. In this book Nouwen tells the story of his work with the mentally impaired in a community in Toronto called Daybreak. 
 
In the book Henri tells about an incident when he was invited to give a lecture in the United States. It meant that he would be gone from Daybreak for a few days. From previous trips he had learned never to leave the community without taking one of the mentally impaired members with him. 
The first time he left, everyone thought he was never coming back, so they began to weep. They felt deeply connected to Henri and loved him. No amount of words could convince them that Henri was only going for a few days. Every time after that, when he had to leave, he would make sure to take one of the mentally impaired persons with him. This time he asked Bill Van Buren to go. They made the trip, and finally they entered the lecture hall together. Henri was introduced to great applause.
 
He then proceeded to introduce Bill. He stood up proudly. There was mild applause. As Henri went to the podium, Bill followed him. Henri wasn’t sure what to expect. He began to speak, using a manuscript. Every time he finished a page, Bill would reach over, take it, and proudly place it on top of the preceding page. At the end of the lecture, everyone cheered. Henri’s lecture was a great success. Then to Henri’s surprise, Bill, who stood proudly by his side, whispered in his ear, “I’d like to say something.” Henri thought, “Gosh, he’s going to embarrass himself. I don’t want that to happen.” 
But, at another level, Henri knew in his heart of hearts that he felt he might be embarrassed. Finally, he said, “Sure, Bill, you can speak.”
 
Bill moved to the podium. He looked out over the vast audience. He threw back his shoulders and said, “Hello. My name is Bill. The last time Henri left Daybreak he took Steve with him. This time he asked me. 
I’m very happy to be here. Thank you very much.”
 
The audience broke out in thunderous applause. Everybody stood and clapped for a good three minutes. Bill stood there, smiling. If you were to go and ask anyone in that grand auditorium what Henri Nouwen said that day, they would probably not remember a word. But you can bet your last dollar they would all remember Bill. They would remember him proudly turning those pages. They would remember his simple words. They would remember the look on his face. They would remember the love he had for Henri. They would remember Bill Van Buren. (story adapted from Fr. David McBriar)
 
Today is the day for remembering the people who turn the pages of life for us. Some have helped us in the past. Some have stood by us in difficult days. They all have helped us make sense of our lives; they’ve helped us discover what’s most important. Today we stop to remember them, to give thanks for them. They may have been limited in some ways, but they have stood by your side and helped you live by turning the pages of life so you can shine. (Largely verbatim from David McBriar, “Turning the Pages of Life,” in Forget Something?—Homilies for Travelers)
 
In the Beatitudes Jesus gives us a stunning description of the blessed human life. These statements in Matthew 5 are not requirements for being a Christian. These are not pieces of advice, not commandments or things we must DO. These words are about receiving blessings for your soul; they are about how to live fully and freely. They are about how to be poor in spirit, how to grieve, to hunger and thirst for holiness, to show mercy, to be single-hearted, a peacemaker, to take a stand for what is right over against all opposition. 
 
These words may sound crazy; they fly in the face of everything the world tells us about what is good. (McBriar) The Beatitudes are blessings tossed into the room: Blessed are you, poor in spirit. Blessed are you, grievers. Blessed are you, peacemakers. Blessed are you, workers for God’s justice.
 
The Beatitudes describe all the Nannie Maes, P.B.’s , Catherines, Katies, and Louises of this world. They describe the ordinary people who help turn the pages of your life, the people who are proud of you, who are sad when you leave home, the people who lift you up, who show you what really matters, the people who show you Jesus. 
These are the people who stand beside you and turn pages for you. These are the saints—the word means not some holier than thou person, but one who lives a clear, centered life as God’s child. These are the ones who challenge us, inspire us, build us up. 
 
We all need people who stand beside us, cheering us on, turning the pages, helping us get through the tasks, loving us through it all.
 
When the last bell tolls for you and me, there may be four key sentences we need to speak for admission to the place of everlasting blessing: “Hello, my name is Bill---or Alice, Frances, or George. I came with Henri. I came with Jenny, with Bob and Gordon, with Helen Louise and Richard. I’m very happy to be here. Thank you very much.” (from David McBriar)
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